Patriot Graves: American national identity and the Civil War dead by Grant S
    Patriot Graves 
  1 
This is an electronic version of the following article: 
Susan-Mary Grant. Patriot Graves: American National Identity and the Civil War Dead. 
American Nineteenth Century History, 2004, 5(3), 74-100 
Available online at: http://www.informaworld.com/openurl?genre=article&issn=1466-
4658&volume=5&issue=3&spage=74 
 
 
 
 
 
Patriot Graves: American National Identity and the Civil War Dead 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
©Susan-Mary Grant 
Reader in American History 
School of Historical Studies 
University of Newcastle-upon-Tyne 
Newcastle NE1 7RU 
 
Susan.Grant@ncl.ac.uk 
 
REVISED SEPTEMBER 2004 
    Patriot Graves 
  2 
Patriot Graves: American National Identity and the Civil War Dead 
 
Abstract: 
 
The Civil War was America’s defining conflict, the war that made the nation and the fulcrum for 
the development of American national identity in the later nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Yet the role that the Civil War dead played in this process has only begun to be 
explored. Although the monuments raised to honor the dead, along with the battlefields on 
which they fought, attract considerable interest, the cemeteries constructed to inter them have 
been integrated into the landscape—literal and figurative—of the American nation so fully that 
the need they answered, the manner of their development, the form they took, and their longer-
term symbolic message has been relatively neglected. Yet the Civil War dead were a crucial—
indeed, the crucial—component in the construction of American national identity. Although 
scholars interpret American attitudes toward the Civil War dead within the context of the 
mourning rituals of the antebellum era, the war required, and produced, a different approach to 
death, for which antebellum precedent had ill-prepared Americans. Removed from its 
antebellum religious and societal framework, death in the Civil War acquired a new and more 
potent national meaning that not only validated American nationalism through warfare, but 
anticipated the response to fallen soldiers in future European conflicts. 
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Concerning the sons of Oedipus: 
Eteocles, who fell in our defence, 
Eteocles will be buried with full honours 
As a hero of his country. 
 But his brother 
Polyneices, an exile who came back 
To visit us with fire and sword, a traitor, 
An anti-Theban Theban prepared to kill 
His countrymen in war, and desecrate 
The shrines of his country’s gods, hear this 
About Polyneices: 
 He is forbidden 
Any ceremonial whatsoever. 
No keening, no interment, no observance 
Of any of the rites. 
 
(Seamus Heaney, The Burial at Thebes, 2004) 
 
To-day nothing, perhaps, could sooner reawaken a national spirit in the heart of the South than 
the thought that representatives of the Northern States were gathering the remains of its fallen 
sons for interment in our National Cemetery. 
(New York Times 18th December 1867) 
 
------0------ 
 
When Robert Gould Shaw, Colonel of the Union’s showcase African American regiment, the 
54th Massachusetts, fell on the parapet of Fort Wagner in Charleston harbor on July 18, 1863, 
his body was buried alongside those of his men in an unmarked grave. This was unusual. Two 
other officers of the regiment had been buried—as was the normal custom—in separate graves, 
but by burying Shaw with his men, the Confederates intended to make obvious their disapproval 
that a white officer should lead black troops against them. Their actions backfired. Advised of 
their son’s burial with his troops, Shaw’s parents, Francis and Sarah Shaw, made both a 
personal and a political point in announcing their conviction that a ‘soldier’s most appropriate 
burial-place is on the field where he has fallen,’ and therefore ‘no holier place’ could be found 
for their child’s remains. Indeed, the Shaws expressly forbade the Union army from retrieving 
Shaw’s body. ‘[E]ven in case there should be an opportunity,’ his father wrote, ‘his remains 
may not be disturbed.’ The Shaws’ response to their loss—informed as much by their 
abolitionist sentiments as by their religious beliefs—deflected the intended insult. The 
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Confederates’ desecration of Shaw’s body reinforced both his fame and that of the regiment he 
led, and proved a powerful propaganda tool for the Union cause.1  
The fact that everyone involved saw the burial of this young officer in such strong 
symbolic terms reminds us that the most profound human emotions attend the burial of the 
dead. ‘Only the dead,’ Robert Pogue Harrison argues, ‘can grant us legitimacy…humans bury 
not simply to achieve closure and effect a separation from the dead but also and above all to 
humanize the ground on which they build their worlds and found their histories.’ Humanity, he 
stresses, ‘is not a species…it is a way of being mortal and relating to the dead. To be human 
means above all to bury.’ Inappropriate burial has always been deeply disturbing. Yet what 
constituted appropriate burial in a war that took so many young Americans away from home, 
often for the first time, and resulted in their deaths many hundreds of miles away? Shaw’s 
parents had the option, at least, of having their son’s body returned to them, in part because he 
was an officer, in part because they were not without means. The same was not true for many 
thousands of American families. By the time of Robert Gould Shaw’s death in 1863, Americans 
North and South had been forced to come to terms with a loss of life and a way of death 
unimaginable at the Civil War’s outset some two years previously, and the worst was yet to 
come. Despite this, and despite the many thousands of volumes devoted to the Civil War, the 
subject of death and the dead in the Civil War and, specifically, the link between the dead and 
the kind of nationalism that emerged from that conflict, remains largely unexplored. The 
literature on the monuments and memories of the Civil War has focused on the material and 
emotional constructions of the post-war world, on Civil War monuments, on Memorial Day and 
its significance and on the emergence of the cult of the Lost Cause, but has avoided dealing with 
the very subject at the heart of all this memorializing: the Civil War dead. Civil War historians 
have, for the most part, been content to let the dead bury their dead, and have focused their 
attention on the living, forgetting that, for Civil War era Americans, the living and the dead had 
a closer relationship than at any time in the nation’s history, a relationship that ultimately 
defined the American nation.2 
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Mortality and its Meaning in Antebellum America 
 
That the dead, and especially the war dead, play a significant symbolic role in the development 
and validation of nationalism is something that nationalism scholars have long recognized, 
although the American Civil War is rarely, if ever, held up as an example of this. Tom Nairn, 
for one, has argued that ‘through nationalism the dead are awakened…seriously awakened for 
the first time. All cultures have been obsessed by the dead,’ he asserts, ‘and placed them in 
another world. Nationalism rehouses them in this world. Through its agency, the past ceases 
being “immemorial”: it gets memorialized into time present, and so acquires a future.’ Benedict 
Anderson’s seminal study of how the national community is imagined opens with the reflection 
that ‘[n]o more arresting emblems of the modern culture of nationalism exist than cenotaphs and 
tombs of Unknown Soldiers. The public ceremonial reverence accorded these monuments 
precisely because they are either deliberately empty or no one knows who lies inside them, has 
no true precedents in earlier times…Yet void as these tombs are of identifiable mortal remains 
or immortal souls,’ he argues, ‘they are nonetheless saturated with ghostly national imaginings.’ 
Nationalist imagining, according to Anderson, is above all concerned with death and 
immortality. The nation fills the imaginative vacuum left when ‘church and dynasty recede,’ 
observes Anthony Smith, and ‘with its promise of identification with posterity, can help us to 
overcome the finality of death.’ The finality of death was what Philippe Ariès was primarily 
concerned with in his path-breaking study of attitudes towards it, but he nevertheless identified 
a link between ‘the cult of the dead and national sentiment,’ a link he traced to the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Ariès, in common with many scholars, argued that this ‘civic cult 
of the dead’ peaked with the First World War, a conflict that gave it ‘a popularity and prestige 
that it had never known before. The idea of burying or burning the dead on the field of honor,’ 
he observed, ‘was no longer tolerated. Entire cemeteries, conceived as architectural landscapes, 
were devoted to them, with endless rows of identical crosses.’ Yet the American Civil War 
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witnessed this development in attitudes toward the dead half a century before the First World 
War prompted a similar shift in Europe. By the time that Germany, for example, established its 
first military cemetery as a result of the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71, the United States 
already had seventy-three such cemeteries. ‘Looking at photographs of early American military 
cemeteries,’ George Mosse has pointed out, ‘means anticipating the military cemeteries of the 
First World War.’3 
The American Civil War may have anticipated the First World War in other ways, too. 
Drew Gilpin Faust has suggested that it may be time to reconsider whether the First World War 
was, in fact, the conflict that inaugurated ‘a new and modern sensibility founded in irony and in 
the possibility…of life’s purposelessness…A half century earlier,’ she argued, ‘the carnage of 
the Civil War and the consequent struggle for understanding opened the fissures into which 
irony and doubt began to creep.’ From a European perspective, however, any comparison 
between the American Civil War and the First World War may appear, at best, misconstrued, 
since a civil war is, by its very nature, different from other kinds of conflict; at worst, it may 
even seem distasteful, since the scale of the slaughter in the Civil War, however unprecedented 
for Americans at that time, hardly bears comparison with the level of carnage witnessed on the 
Western Front. Roughly 618,000 Americans died as a result of the Civil War, although there is 
some suggestion that that figure may be an underestimation because Confederate deaths were 
not fully accounted for. The Civil War dead, Maris Vinovskis shows, almost equalled in number 
those killed in all America’s conflicts before Vietnam. There are other ways to assess the scale 
of death during the Civil War. During the American Revolution, 118 individuals in 10,000 died; 
during the Second World War, that figure was 30 in 10,000; in the Civil War it was 182. Some 
2 percent of Americans died in the Civil War, a percentage that in today’s terms would translate 
into around 5 million. However you approach it, Vinovskis concludes, the Civil War ‘was by far 
the bloodiest event’ in America’s history and, more significantly, the ‘heavy casualties 
experienced by military-age whites’ were both ‘unparalleled’ and attributable, in large part, to 
the rudimentary medical care available: disease accounted for over half of all Union deaths. One 
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does not, however, need to go as far as the Western Front to place Civil War casualty figures in 
some kind of perspective. Antietam, the Civil War’s bloodiest day, saw some 22,000 killed and 
wounded; Second Manassas resulted in similar figures, although it took twice as long to achieve 
them; Gettysburg, fought over three days, resulted in some 43,000 casualties. However 
distressing such figures are—and they are—they pale in comparison to the death toll of around 
20 million ascribed to the Taiping Rebellion in nineteenth-century China, and were hardly out 
of step with European conflicts of the period. The battle of Solferino (1859), saw combined 
casualties of around 40,000 in a single day; Borodino (1812), produced 75,000 casualties in the 
same time period; and Leipzig (1813), a four-day battle, resulted in some 127,000 killed and 
wounded.4  
Comparative figures, however, have little if any impact on what Paddy Griffith 
identifies as ‘the accepted folk memory that, in a mysterious but profound sense, the Civil War 
was actually the very worst of all the nineteenth-century wars.’ Ascribing this ‘folk memory’ in 
part to the growth of literacy and the popular press, Griffith argues that even ‘if the battlefield 
had not in fact become more lethal and impersonal, it would probably still have been described 
as if it had.’ In that sense, he concludes, commentators on the Civil War were, in some ways, 
‘helping to write the script for our subsequent perceptions of the First World War.’ Whether or 
not the Civil War was unusual in terms of its casualty figures is not really the issue: for 
Americans who endured it, it was quite probably the worst experience of their lives, and the 
dead it produced had, in some ways, to be accounted for. The American response to the losses 
of the Civil War resulted in the construction of a civic cult of the dead, very much of the type 
identified by nationalism scholars as a crucial foundation of any nation’s identity. Civil War-era 
Americans successfully translated the loss of so many lives into a meaningful symbol of 
national rebirth, the most obvious physical statement of which was the development, both 
during and after the war, of National Cemeteries across the land, cemeteries designed not just to 
house the dead, but provide a focus for the living. Such cemeteries were both reactive and 
proactive; they served an immediate emotional need, but also a longer-term national agenda. 
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The impulse behind the creation of such cemeteries goes to the heart of the problem of 
American national identity. This identity, of necessity in a nation of immigrants, had to 
comprise both personal and impersonal elements: it had to provide individual recognition at the 
same time as it sought to remove individual distinctions in the name of republican freedom. 
Nowhere can this be seen more clearly than in the attitude toward the Civil War dead and in the 
construction of cemeteries that acknowledged individual sacrifice but simultaneously 
transmuted it into a composite expression of national will.5 
The recognition that the dead remain important for the living is, of course, neither 
unique to the nineteenth century nor to America. Human culture generally, Harrison notes, 
‘perpetuates itself through the power of the dead.’ In Europe, Mosse argues, it was the 
Enlightenment that ushered in a new attitude toward death, viewing it ‘as an opportunity for the 
teaching of virtue: the living of a harmonious life within the confines of nature. The image of 
the grim reaper was replaced by the image of death as eternal sleep,’ and the Christian cemetery 
was transformed into a ‘peaceful wooded landscape of groves and meadows.’ The positioning 
of death in an outdoor setting, and its significance as a tool of moral education and national 
reinforcement was, however, part of the American way of death from the outset. In the colonial 
era the American colonists broke with the European tradition of burial in tombs and in churches, 
and shifted instead to outdoor burial in cemeteries that served as important focal points for their 
communities. As the nation expanded westwards in the nineteenth century, the presence of the 
dead in the physical environment ‘served to reinforce the sacrality of the “New 
Israel”…Protestants who settled the frontier,’ Laderman argues, ‘believed that the ground 
containing the dead acquired a special significance for the young nation,’ and was the special 
responsibility of future generations.6 
In the more settled parts of the nation, this period also saw the emergence of the Rural, 
or Park Cemetery Movement, of which Mount Auburn in Cambridge, Massachusetts (1831), 
Philadelphia’s Laurel Hill (1836) and Brooklyn’s Greenwood (1838) were the most notable 
early examples. Antebellum Americans clearly hoped to continue—or perhaps more accurately 
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invoke—the tradition of the first colonists and positioned the rural cemetery at the heart of 
American historical and moral understanding. Mount Auburn was, from its inception, intended 
as both a focal point for locals and a notable tourist attraction. Its creation ‘marked a change in 
prevailing attitudes about death and burial. It was a new type of burial place designed not only 
to be a decent place of interment, but to serve as a cultural institution as well.’ Deliberately 
invoking Athens’ famous Kerameikos, antebellum Americans not only repositioned places of 
burial, but popularised the term cemetery, fully cognisant of its etymological roots as a 
‘sleeping place’ or dormitory. Furnished with guidebooks, both locals and visitors were 
encouraged to admire these new ‘Gardens of Graves,’ and to derive spiritual solace from them. 
Although arguably a refinement of, rather than a sharp break from, earlier Puritan approaches to 
death, there were differences between the Park Cemetery Movement and what had gone before. 
In part this related to scale. Early Puritan burial grounds were positioned close to their 
communities. By the antebellum period this was neither practical nor, from the point of view of 
public health, desirable. Above all, it was no longer in keeping with the ideology of the day. 
While the dead had to be removed from the living in all physical respects, it became 
increasingly important that they be brought closer to the living in a national sense.7 
The Park Cemetery Movement was a very obvious expression of this desire to re-
establish the significance of the dead, and was itself part of a growing fascination with the 
subject of death on both sides of the Atlantic in this period. Most Americans did not go as far as 
Ralph Waldo Emerson’s famous aunt, Mary Moody Emerson, whose bed was shaped like a 
coffin and who wore a shroud at all times in morbid anticipation of the life to come. Emerson 
himself had looked death in the face—quite literally—when he opened his wife’s tomb over a 
year after her death, and later even disinterred his son’s body, but this rather extreme reaction to 
his personal loss was as nothing compared to his aunt’s preoccupation with the grave, a 
preoccupation that affected many Americans in the early nineteenth century, albeit to a lesser 
degree. David Stannard sums up the period as one ‘characterized by self-indulgence, 
sentimentalization, and ostentation,’ in which the cult of the dead began to take shape via 
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mourning pictures, ‘prolonged periods of seclusion for the bereaved’ and, most significantly, the 
Rural Cemetery Movement. The world of the early nineteenth century, he argues, was one ‘that 
had lost something that was central to the cohesiveness of Puritan culture: a meaningful and 
functioning sense of community.’ In part a protest against the rise of the impersonal urban 
landscapes of the nineteenth century, the rural cemetery was designed not only ‘to have a moral 
function’ but to inculcate patriotism. The ‘charm of the landscape where one’s loved ones were 
buried, ‘ Mosse observes, ‘would lead one to love the land itself. Here,’ he concludes, ‘we find 
a combination of an appeal to the moral power of nature with patriotic feeling which will appear 
again in the design of most military cemeteries.’ There certainly was a sense in the early 
nineteenth century that American patriotism was in need of some reinforcement. Governor Levi 
Lincoln, in his dedicatory address at the Worcester Rural Cemetery in Massachusetts in 1838, 
observed that those who had established the nation were ‘all but forgotten,’ and few were left 
‘who can now claim affinity to the tenants of that ancient churchyard’ [the old Worcester 
burying ground]. ‘To the dead,’ Charles Fraser observed in his dedicatory address at the 
Magnolia Cemetery in Charleston in 1850, ‘we owe, not only the foundations of the great fabric 
of our liberties, but those lessons of wisdom, justice and moderation, upon the observance of 
which alone can depend its stability.’ The rural cemetery, French argues, was designed to ‘give 
people more of a sense of historical continuity, a feeling of social roots.’ Yet this development 
was taking place in a land and at a time when the fear was that a nation of immigrants with a 
relatively brief history did not and could not possess roots that went very deep.8  
 Such concerns found expression, if not perfect resolution, in the new republican burial 
gardens. A very un-republican development soon characterised the rural cemeteries which fast 
became ‘enormously profitable investment ventures.’ In only a few years, Mount Auburn’s real 
estate value increased eighty-fold, and the rural cemeteries evolved into ‘the distinctive resting 
places of the nation’s wealthy and rapidly coalescing merchant classes,’ who increasingly chose 
to surround their individual plots with iron railings. These, in the opinion of two visitors to 
Mount Auburn, were ‘neither ornamental, nor…reverential for the place. Exclusiveness little 
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befits a cemetery,’ they observed, ‘the idea of private property, carried over into the realm of the 
dead…has something unnaturally strange.’ Social distinctions, it seemed, were carried beyond 
the grave, at least in some of the newer cemeteries of the antebellum era. If their moral message 
contained contradictory elements for a fledgling republic, the rural cemeteries nevertheless 
became the dominant type of burial ground for middle-class Americans in the years before the 
Civil War, when the American attitude toward death was informed by the need to re-establish a 
sense of community in an increasingly individualistic society, and seen as a means of 
inculcating a particular brand of American patriotism that looked backwards but was essentially 
rooted in republican concerns over the future of the nation. At the same time, Americans 
expressed themselves on the subject in a sentimentalized and spiritualized vocabulary that kept 
the reality of death at a distance.9   
Yet the reality of death—and violent death at that—was an integral part of the 
antebellum world. Citing the high prevalence of mechanically induced fatalities—mainly the 
result of steamboat conflagrations—Somkin suggests that Americans ‘seemed strangely able to 
accept the possibility of violent death on a mass scale’ in this period. Both Carl Schurz, the 
noted diplomat, and politician Henry Clay certainly thought this was the case. ‘This nation has a 
strange indifference to life,’ Schurz noted, while Clay believed that the Irish were uniquely 
suited to the New World by virtue of the ‘carelessness and uncalculating indifference about 
human life’ that they shared with the Americans. Whether such apparent sang froid regarding 
everyday accidents prepared Americans in any way for the losses of the Civil War seems, at 
best, doubtful. Here, a useful parallel may be drawn between the American Civil War and the 
first great European conflict. The English on the eve of the First World War were, David 
Cannadine argues, ‘less intimately acquainted with death than any generation since the 
industrial revolution.’ The prevalence of steamboat explosions nothwithstanding, the same 
might be said of Americans on the eve of the Civil War. When that war broke out, the upsurge 
of military enthusiasm and the expressions of desire to die for one’s country indicate that 
Americans in 1861, like Europeans some fifty years later, were suffering from what Cannadine 
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terms ‘patriotic naïveté.’ For both, battlefield death was regarded as ‘noble, heroic, splendid, 
romantic—and unlikely.’ By 1865, when Union General William T. Sherman was on the return 
leg of his famous ‘March to the Sea’ he had reached the conclusion that men ‘go to war to kill 
and get killed,’ a fact that eluded many Americans four years previously. A.J.P. Taylor’s 
observations on the First World War apply as easily to the Civil War: ‘no man in the prime of 
life knew what war was like,’ he noted. ‘All imagined it would be an affair of great marches and 
great battles, quickly decided.’ The sentiments of one recruit from the 2nd Michigan, who 
expressed his ‘fear that it will all be over before we have a chance to do anything,’ were echoed 
many decades later by Sir Edward Mosley, who recalled how, on the eve of the First World 
War, the ‘one great fear was that the war would be over before we got there.’ In neither case 
were such concerns justified.10  
 
Death on the Battlefield 
 
First Bull Run/Manassas, in July 1861, came as shock to the Union. Rather than being a swift 
and decisive battle, it inaugurated a war of far greater duration and brutality than anyone 
expected. The dead at Bull Run, one participant in the battle observed, lay ‘three and four deep’ 
and where the fighting had been fiercest ‘the trees were spattered with blood and the ground 
strewn with dead bodies.’ Even at this early stage, however, the Union was prepared for a 
degree of loss—up to a point. Within two months of Bull Run, the War Department issued 
General Orders No. 75, which stipulated that the Quartermaster General ensure that general and 
post hospitals be supplied with forms ‘for the preservation of accurate mortuary records,’ along 
with materials for headboards that would mark a soldier’s grave. A supplementary order gave 
all departmental commanders along with officers commanding military corps and the 
Quartermaster General of the Army joint responsibility for ensuring that burial regulations were 
adhered to. The lack of any accompanying regulations indicating where these dead might, once 
properly recorded, be decently buried left that point moot. In April 1862, General Order No. 33 
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sought to extend General Orders No. 75 into the field. It stipulated that Commanding Generals 
‘lay off lots of ground in some suitable spot near every battlefield…and to cause the remains of 
those killed to be interred,’ but of necessity there were limitations regarding the implementation 
of this order in any field of operations. Nevertheless, in making some provision for the burial of 
the fallen, albeit hastily derived out of sudden necessity, the Union was making a decisive 
statement about the treatment of its war dead that set the Civil War apart not just from 
contemporary European conflicts but from its own earlier wars. The battlefield dead of the 
Revolution were, Robert Cray notes, relatively neglected, ‘their sacrifice eulogized but seldom 
memorialized,’ their graves bereft of the markers that would have visibly reinforced the 
significance of their actions for future generations. The Mexican War of 1846-47 proved to be 
the catalyst for change in this regard. The decision by Congress, in 1850, to fund a memorial for 
American troops at Mexico City did create an important precedent, but although some 750 dead 
were re-interred there, the time lapse between the war and the construction of the monument and 
exhumation of the bodies meant that not a single body could be identified by name. It was not 
until the Civil War that a conscious effort was made to fully account for the battlefield dead. 
The effort was not wholly successful—some 42 percent of the Civil War dead remained 
unidentified—but it did represent a cultural shift in attitudes toward the American soldier.11 
Such a development might have been anticipated, even without the precedent of the 
Mexico City memorial. The Civil War was, as Abraham Lincoln phrased it, a ‘people’s contest,’ 
fought mainly by volunteer troops, citizen-soldiers. About 2.5 million civilian volunteers joined 
the Union army; about 1.6 million the Confederacy, representing, respectively, one in twelve 
and one in three of the white male population on each side. Victory in a conflict fought between 
armies comprising volunteer troops depended, in part, on sustaining the collective will of these 
armies. For the first time, Edward Steere argues, ‘the question of national morale…became a 
paramount consideration of the statesmanship of war.’ Another element in the equation was the 
proximity of combatant to non-combatant, and specifically non-combatant to the battlefield, 
during the war. The war was fought mainly on southern soil, so its impact on the northern 
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population was limited in some senses, but not in others. Both northern and southern civilians 
had considerable experience of what Charles Royster has termed ‘the vicarious war,’ sometimes 
meeting each other in the aftermath of a particularly bloody encounter—as was the case at 
Chancellorsville—as they searched for their dead and wounded. Oliver Wendell Holmes, Snr., 
was just one of many northerners who made the grim trek to the battlefields to try and locate 
family members and loved ones who had been reported missing, wounded or killed. Holmes 
recalled the misery of the sight of wounded men, and particularly noted ‘the slain of higher 
condition, “embalmed” and iron-cased…sliding off on the railways to their far homes,’ whereas 
the ‘dead of the rank-and-file were being gathered up and committed hastily to the earth.’ 
Others, too, would have seen at first hand the horrors of battlefields where the dead, as a typical 
description had it, lay so deep that one could cross the ground without actually setting foot on it. 
For those who remained at home, the newspapers brought ever more gruesome (although not 
always accurate) descriptions of the military front and, for New Yorkers, ‘The Dead of 
Antietam’ were made vivid by Matthew Brady’s 1862 exhibition of war photography. ‘Those 
who lose friends in battle know what battle-fields are,’ the New York Times reported, ‘and our 
Marylanders, with their door-yards strewed with the dead and dying, and their houses turned 
into hospitals for the wounded, know what battle-fields are.’ Matthew Brady’s photographs, 
however, the paper concluded, made such knowledge universal. ‘If he has not brought bodies 
and laid them in our door-yards and along the streets,’ the paper concluded, ‘he has done 
something very like it.’ In the aftermath of Antietam, the war’s bloodiest day, Oliver Wendell 
Holmes and the New York Times raised several significant issues in relation to the war dead. 
The newspaper acknowledged that non-combatants could neither avoid the horrors of the 
battlefield nor underestimate the cost of the conflict since Brady’s photographs had ‘done 
something to bring home to us the terrible reality and earnestness of war.’ Whether they had an 
especially salutary effect, however, seems doubtful. So far from undermining the war effort, the 
images of ‘a landscape covered with mangled and broken bodies,’ Laderman suggests, both 
reinforced and ‘symbolized the righteousness of the Union cause—the large numbers of young 
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northern soldiers slaughtered on the fields of battle became evidence of Union patriotism and 
virtue.’ From the perspective of the time, Holmes’ observations raised a far more sensitive 
issue: that of the inequality of treatment of the dead.12  
  From the very first battle at Bull Run, the treatment of the dead was of great concern to 
troops and non-combatants alike, and any mistreatment of the dead—specifically the reporting 
of this—part of the war effort itself. A shortage of time and manpower, combined with a lack of 
sufficient forward planning by the federal government, meant that the majority of Civil War 
soldiers were initially buried where they fell. Recovery of the dead from the battlefield 
sometimes took place under a temporary flag of truce, and sometimes it fell to the victorious 
side to dispose of the dead, which naturally led to the suspicion that the enemy was treating the 
dead with less reverence than they deserved. Sometimes rapid troop movement prevented any 
but the most rudimentary burial. The reports of soldiers returning to the sites of battle to see 
protruding bones and other remains of former comrades made it clear that the dead did not stay 
buried, to the great consternation—and sometimes ghoulish opportunism—of soldier and 
civilian alike. Watching Confederate burial squads throw Union bodies into a mass grave, 
Yankee surgeon Daniel Holt mused that ‘It is a sad, sad sight to see men who at home occupied 
position and place, possessing wealth…deposited as they are here, in the ground, with nothing 
but a blanket and mother earth over them.’ Elisha Hunt Rhodes, too, recorded the day when the 
remains of his comrades were returned to the regiment. ‘This afternoon,’ he wrote, ‘we received 
the bodies of Colonel John S. Slocum, Major Sullivan Ballou and Captain Levi Tower, officers 
of the 2nd R.I. killed at the Battle of Bull Run…I have before me a statement signed by Gov. 
Sprague and read upon Dress Parade as follows: “The Rebels supposing the remains of Maj. 
Ballou to be Col. Slocum disinterred the body, removed the clothing, and burned the body to 
ashes.” The Governor collected all the remains he could and brought them to Camp. The other 
bodies were buried lying upon their faces. This to us is horrible,’ Rhodes stressed, ‘and the 2nd 
Rhode Island will remember it when they meet the foe again.’ Even where mistreatment had not 
occurred, however, Holmes’ observation that the ‘rank and file’ were accorded little dignity in 
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death would have resonated with northern audiences who had seen Brady’s pictures of the dead 
at Antietam lying unburied on the field, and would certainly have struck a chord with the 
majority of northerners who were unable to afford the considerable expense of transporting the 
remains of their relatives home. For many, the impulse to bring their dead home was, 
unsurprisingly, overwhelming. One northerner described his fear that if he failed to find his 
son’s body, his wife would go mad. ‘Day and night she cried: “Give me back my dead,”’ a 
desire that many desperate northerners echoed, with no expectation that it could ever be 
realised.13 
 In the absence of any useful precedent, soldiers and civilians struggled both to come to 
terms with, and make sense of, the scale of death during the Civil War within the broader 
context of their antebellum responses to the dead, but translated into the very different 
environment of the battlefield. Soldiers tried, wherever possible, to undertake funereal rites on 
the battlefield and in camp, and to set aside places for the burial of the dead. Elisha Hunt 
Rhodes described a typical funeral at the front in the autumn of 1862:  
 
Sunday last a soldier of Co. ‘A’ died and was buried with military honors. It was not an 
unusual scene for us, yet it is always solemn. First came the muffled drums playing the 
‘Dead March’ then the usual escort for a private. Eight privates, commanded by a 
corporal, with arms reversed. Then an ambulance with the body in a common board 
coffin covered with the Stars and Stripes. Co. ‘A’ with side arms only followed while 
the Company officers brought up the rear. On arriving at the grave the Chaplain offered 
prayer and made some remarks. The coffin was then lowered into the grave, and three 
volleys were fired by the guard, and then the grave was filled up. The procession 
returned to camp with the drums playing a ‘Quick March.’ Everything went on as usual 
in camp as if nothing had happened, for death is so common that little sentiment is 
wasted. It is not like death at home. 
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Civilians unable to bring their dead home might have been comforted by the knowledge that 
such solemnity attended the burial of the dead in the field, but clearly not all soldiers would 
have been accorded such rites. For northerners who could afford it, private contractors were on 
hand to provide for their needs, returning bodies to their families wherever possible. This was 
no easy task in a conflict fought primarily in the South and in the summer. Metal coffins were 
common, and had been for some time prior to the war, and variations on these—including 
refrigerated models—offered families some chance to approximate the mourning rituals of the 
antebellum world by enabling them to transport their loved ones home with some dignity. An 
even more certain method of returning a relative home intact was embalming. This had not been 
associated with burial in the antebellum era, but the war brought new challenges and, for some, 
new opportunities. The federal government did not provide for the embalming of fallen soldiers, 
but private firms did, at a price. The most famous Civil War embalmer, Dr Thomas Holmes, 
apparently treated some 4,000 cadavers at $100.00 a time, returning home a rich man. Offering 
an extended service, Dr F. A. Hutton advertised in the Washington City Directory in 1863 that 
‘Bodies Embalmed by Us NEVER TURN BLACK! But retain their natural color and 
appearance…so as to admit of contemplation of the person Embalmed, with the countenance of 
one asleep.’ In a return to Enlightenment attitudes toward death, which the rural cemetery 
movement had sought to modify, embalming ‘promised to transform death into slumber.’ More 
importantly for many northerners, Dr Hutton offered not just embalming services, but also 
undertook to locate bodies missing on the battlefield. It was not enough. Embalming and 
transportation home were beyond the means of most families. The federal government had to 
find some way to acknowledge the sacrifice of all, regardless of wealth or status. In a war 
fought in the name of republican values, distinctions in death were simply not an option.14  
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In the Midst of Death: The Symbolism of the Civil War Cemetery 
 
As would be the case following the First World War in Europe, much of the initial impetus for 
commemoration of the dead came not from the government but from the public. It was the 
public who stepped into the breach left by General Orders No. 75, making available land for the 
burial of the dead. Cemetery associations throughout the north vied with one another in setting 
aside such plots for the benefit of the Union, an arrangement that Congress sought to formalize 
in 1862 with a bill authorizing the president ‘to purchase cemetery grounds…to be used as a 
national cemetery for the soldiers who shall have died in the service of the country.’ The 
motivation behind the giving—or selling—of land for this purpose was made clear in the case of 
Allegheny Cemetery in Pennsylvania. In the deeds of transfer, it was noted that the land had 
been given ‘for reasons of patriotism.’ In 1862 alone, the federal government established no 
fewer than 14 national cemeteries, some at troop concentration points, some at pre-war post 
cemeteries—Forts Leavenworth and Scott in Kansas—one at the burial ground of the Soldiers’ 
Home in Washington and another at Alexandria, Virginia. The following year, at what turned 
out to be the war’s mid-point, the national cemetery at Gettysburg was inaugurated. The main 
speaker on that occasion, Edward Everett, was, as Garry Wills notes, ‘not only a celebrant of 
American battlefields; he was also a connoisseur of American cemeteries,’ having been 
instrumental in the creation of Mount Auburn some three decades earlier. It was hardly 
surprising, therefore, that Everett began his speech by invoking Athenian precedent, and 
specifically the law stipulating that soldiers who fell in battle be accorded full honors and buried 
at the public expense in Kerameikos. Everett was the most renowned orator of his time, and his 
reference to Athens derived as much from oratorical tradition as from his background as 
professor of Greek at Harvard, but also, fundamentally, from his own belief that America was 
the Athens of the modern world. In honoring the dead in the manner of the ancient Athenians, 
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Everett was expressing his belief that America was Greek revivalism made manifest, not simply 
culturally, but politically and, above all, ideologically.15 
Everett’s address set the tone in several important respects for the symbolic shrine that 
Gettysburg would, in time, become and for the popular understanding of the role played by the 
Civil War dead in the nation. The year after the war’s end, Harper’s New Monthly Magazine 
reminded its readership of the ‘solemn duties we owe also to the dead,’ invoking both Hebrew 
and Athenian precedent to support its case. Cemeteries, it observed, are ‘indicative of the spirit 
and growth of the race…the visible expression of civilized affection.’ The Athenians excepted, 
‘in former ages and among other peoples, the private soldier seems generally to have been held 
as only so much food for powder or the sword, and a hasty pit or ditch to receive his remains, on 
the field where he fell, appears to have been all that he was entitled to.’ In recording the names 
of the dead, and by honoring them in national cemeteries designed specifically for that purpose, 
Americans, Harper’s asserted, ‘had proved themselves ‘far in advance…of any other nation, in 
any previous war, ancient or modern.’ Contemporary commentators were equally enthusiastic. 
Two weeks prior to the cemetery’s inauguration, the New York Times observed that ‘[m]any 
who came here with the intention of taking the bodies of soldiers to their own States, have 
preferred to leave them in this National cemetery as their most appropriate and distinguished 
burial place.’ The following week the paper reported on the ‘widespread interest enveloping this 
subject,’ and looked forward to the moment when ‘the representatives of State and nation stand 
convened on that Aceldama.’ Then, it argued, ‘new associations will weave themselves into the 
warp and woof of the hour; a more dazzling rainbow halo will encircle the gloried brow of the 
Republic…Through the arteries of the Union the blood of pride will leap yet more 
exultant…our victory at Gettysburgh…has furnished opportunity for the display of our reverent 
affection for our loyal fathers and brothers now numbered with the resistless dead.’16 
Gettysburg epitomized, in several respects, both the practical and emotional 
requirements for the re-internment and glorification of the Civil War dead. Yet one factor that is 
too frequently forgotten is that although Gettysburg was designated a National Military 
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Cemetery, in 1863 it was not—in common with many of the national cemeteries of the Civil 
War era—national in the sense that the federal government arranged and financed it. The 
development of the national cemeterial system, both during the conflict and after, was a 
haphazard process, influenced by the exigencies of wartime that allowed for sporadic and at 
times only rudimentary care of the dead at best, a problem hardly unique to the Civil War. The 
establishment of any kind of permanent burial grounds was hampered not just by organizational 
difficulties but by the combat situation and the movement of the armies, especially in the 
eastern theater. Gettysburg and Antietam were the two main exceptions, but both derived from 
private, not governmental, initiative. The Secretary of War took control of them in July 1870, 
but it was not until the 1890s that they, along with Chickamauga, Shiloh and Vicksburg, were 
officially designated national military parks. Arlington, by contrast, was a national undertaking 
from its inception, since it was—arguably—owned by the federal government and it was the 
Quartermaster-General, Montgomery C. Meigs, who was responsible for the decision to dig up 
Robert E. Lee’s rose garden, both to accommodate the dead and make a political point, and for 
the formal proposal that it become a national cemetery. Yet it was by no means certain in 1864 
that Arlington would become an established national cemetery, being created to accommodate 
the dead from the hospitals around Washington, and it was not formally administered by the 
federal government until 1872. Contemporary observers were concerned at the implications. 
National cemeteries, Harper’s argued, were ‘the republic’s legacy and the nation’s inheritance,’ 
but Gettysburg, it noted, was not a national cemetery ‘because established by the state. It is 
unfortunate,’ it suggested, ‘that the distinction of States should have been kept up there so 
carefully. Gettysburg was fought by the nation, for the nation, to save the nation. It should have 
been the work of the nation to consecrate its precious soil to freedom and the fallen now and 
forever.’ Similar criticism was leveled at Antietam, the establishment of which raised yet 
another contentious issue in the war’s aftermath: the treatment of the Confederate dead. ‘One 
can only speculate,’ Faust has argued, ‘at the influence of the federal reinterment program in 
encouraging both the organizations and the emotions that yielded the cult of the Lost Cause.’ 
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Yet when the national cemeteries were in the process of construction, it was by no means a 
given that clear distinctions be made between the Union and Confederate dead. In many cases, it 
simply was neither practicable nor feasible to do so. Coming as they did from the local 
hospitals, the Confederate dead were even buried at Arlington—although their status was made 
clear by the word ‘Rebel’ on the burial record—and many were removed South by family 
members after the war. Those that remained were, for some time afterwards, excluded from 
memorial ceremonies, and their graves remained undecorated on these occasions.  Clearly, from 
the perspective of the time the Union dead took precedence, and the honors they were accorded 
were heavy with the symbolism of national sacrifice and renewal. Yet the probable implications 
of ignoring—or mistreating—the Confederate dead were not lost on northerners at the time, 
even though the subject was a painful one, and emotions ran high when it was raised. 17  
Antietam, like Gettysburg, was a state-organized and state-funded cemetery. The idea of 
establishing a cemetery there had been mooted at the end of 1862, and an Antietam National 
Cemetery Association was incorporated by the State of Maryland in 1864. The following year, 
the Maryland Legislature passed a bill in allowing for the burial of the Confederate dead, but 
their decision was challenged by no less a figure than ‘Honest John Covode,’ the Republican 
congressman who served on the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War and who, after the 
war, was sent south to help with the Reconstruction program. In an open letter to New York’s 
Governor Reuben E. Fenton, who had supported the proposal that both sides be buried at 
Antietam, Covode expressed his dismay. ‘It is in vain,’ Covode declared, ‘that I have wiped the 
spectacles of an old man, and endeavored…to see in your words a justification for the 
recommendation they make. Two forms come between my sight and the printed page…One of 
them is the figure of my eldest son, the Colonel of the Fourth Pennsylvania Cavalry…the figure 
of this murdered boy so comes between my eyes and the text of your recommendations of 
national honors to the rebel dead, that I cannot see in it a reason from which fathers and mothers 
who love their children, should not instinctively shrink, and which should not shock patriots 
who have loved their country and have made sacrifices for it.’ Covode wrote from the heart. Not 
    Patriot Graves 
  22 
only had his eldest son been killed, but his youngest, who had entered the war at only 15 years 
of age, had spent 18 months in Andersonville, an experience that had ruined his health. Covode 
was not alone in his views. Pennsylvania’s Governor Geary expressed similar astonishment at 
the proposal ‘that the loyal states construct cemeteries for the heroic dead and then desecrate 
them by the burial therein of those who prosecuted against the country a warfare which, for its 
diabolical ferocity, is without a parallel in the history of civilization.’ Who, he asked, ‘would 
glorify the treason of BENEDICT ARNOLD…Who would dare to insult the loyal heart of this 
nation by proposing to lay, side by side, in the same sepulcher, the body of the assassin BOOTH 
and that of ABRAHAM LINCOLN…The cause of the Union,’ he concluded, ‘was a holy one, 
while that which opposed it must have been its converse. To one side alone the country belongs. 
This was not a war of nations, but of treason against loyalty…It is our duty to render honor only 
to whom we believe honor is due.’18 
In the face of such outpourings of understandable anger and grief, men such as 
Governor Fenton struggled to present an alternative perspective. Although he acknowledged 
that during and immediately after the war a ‘strong local and individual feeling in the 
neighborhood of Antietam…naturally engendered by the invasion, may have created some 
indifference in regard to the Confederate dead, and an indisposition to see them buried side by 
side with those who died in defence of our nationality.’ However, he asserted, ‘it is confidently 
believed that no such feeling pervades the breasts of the American people, or the surviving 
officers and soldiers of the Union armies…[W]hen we remember that our countrymen are now 
engaged in the work of reconstructing the Union,’ he continued, ‘it is impossible to believe that 
they would desire to make an invidious distinction against the mouldering remains of the 
Confederate dead, or that they would disapprove of their being carefully gathered from the spots 
where they fell, and laid to rest in the National Cemetery on the battle-field of Antietam.’ 
Nothing, he observed, ‘could sooner reawaken a national spirit in the heart of the South than the 
thought that representatives of the Northern States were gathering the remains of its fallen sons 
for interment in our National Cemetery.’ The New York Times concurred, arguing that there ‘is 
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neither justice nor humanity in venting our indignation upon the dead bodies of those who have 
injured and wronged us.’ The idea ‘that a national cemetery would be desecrated by containing 
the bodies of those who fought in the rebel ranks,’ the paper concluded, ‘is puerile and absurd.’ 
The issue was not likely to be resolved, and indeed remained contentious for as long as the Civil 
War generation remained alive to debate it, and even beyond, especially in the South.19  
In this respect as in others, the responses to the Civil War dead not only pointed the way 
toward the future in terms of commemoration of fallen soldiery, but harked back to a very 
distant past. Nineteenth-century Americans recognised, and sought to reinforce, the classical 
symbolism of the dead, but were perhaps less aware that even in fifteenth-century Europe 
battlefields were, in Philip Morgan’s words, ‘contested political landscapes; memorial chapels 
invariably stood on the site of the graves of the vanquished,’ he observes, ‘and served to 
appropriate their memory to the interests of the victors.’ From a southern perspective, that was 
precisely what the national cemeterial system was designed to do, long before the many 
monuments began to appear on the landscape in the decades following Appomattox. 
Northerners like Fenton were equally keen to stress that this was not the intended purpose. 
Whilst calling for a cemetery to be established in ‘every State affected by the war, on the field 
of our greatest victory or at a place of most importance, to stand as a monument forever to the 
South, and to us all, of the crime and folly of Secession,’ Harper’s was at pains to stress that 
this was not intended as a form of  ‘Northern glorification.’ It was, the magazine stressed, 
simply ‘a just return, due our heroic dead, from the enlightened civilization of the age, and as a 
standing exhibition to the world of the might and majesty of the Union, the dignity and power of 
a free republic, the sentiment and culture of a self-governing people.’ In a civil war perhaps 
more than in any other, the impulse to bury the conflict with the dead is especially strong. In the 
case of the American Civil War, this precedent was quickly established. In time, separate 
Confederate sections were created in the national cemeteries, even in Arlington, although not 
until the turn of the century, and neither side ever reached consensus on the matter. The Civil 
War dead were hardly left to rest in peace in the decades following the war, but became pawns 
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in an increasingly bitter and divisive sectional dispute that saw many of them disinterred and 
removed to the South by families dismayed by the refusal on the part of northerners to 
acknowledge the value of their sacrifice.20 
Although time—and contemporary terminology—blurred the distinction between state 
and federal endeavors as far as the creation of the national cemeteries was concerned, in the 
initial period of their development the voluntary actions of individual states reinforced the sense 
of national community, both in terms of linking the individual state to the federal government 
but also in the links established between states by virtue of the widespread burial of the 
Union—and sometimes Confederate—dead across the North. The federal government also 
made conscious and determined efforts to place a national stamp on certain aspects of the care 
of the dead, responding to what it recognized as a pressing need to address northern concerns on 
the subject. In 1864, the assistant quartermaster, Capt. James Moore, observed that the 
development of national cemeteries was ‘a source of great gratification to all who visited them, 
and entirely dissipated the prevailing opinion…that soldiers were irreverently or carelessly 
buried.’ In that same year, Quartermaster-General Meigs expressed his concern that soldiers 
were being buried in the military cemeteries ‘without any religious ceremony,’ although in part 
this was because his own department was bearing the brunt of the blame for this. He proposed 
detailing chaplains from the military hospitals to perform the necessary rites, but stipulated that 
if this proved impossible, then the Quartermaster’s Department should employ an ordained 
minister for each cemetery, whose responsibility it would be ‘to take charge of the whole 
conduct of interments, and perform appropriate religious services over all persons interred.’ His 
solution to the time-pressures faced by chaplains—that the corpses be laid out beforehand and a 
service ‘performed over several bodies at a time’—was on one level an eminently practical 
solution to the problem, but it was also a revealing comment on the impossibility of retaining 
antebellum burial practices in the midst of war. The war forced all those involved to reassess 
their approach to the dead. ‘In the context of the Civil War,’ Laderman argues, ‘the dead body 
began to reflect a range of wartime significations and to assume a series of novel meanings far 
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removed from the northern Protestant traditions. Although the corpse lost much of its power and 
multivalence as a religious symbol…under certain circumstances it could be understood by 
Union soldiers as a startling reminder of military discipline as well as Confederate barbarity.’ 
The symbolism of the dead, however, went beyond even this, taking on national meaning and 
national significance in a war in which individuality was, inevitably, being eroded and in many 
cases, lost altogether.21 
From the start of 1864, the federal government had undertaken the responsibility of 
manufacturing the coffins to be used in the national cemeteries, and kept a close eye on how the 
dead were treated. Most significantly, it recognized the importance not just of identifying the 
dead wherever possible, but of marking their graves in an appropriate and lasting way. The 
importance of establishing national cemeteries for this purpose was made evident by the fact 
that Bvt. Brig. Gen. J.J. Dana’s annex to the Quartemaster General’s annual report in 1866 was 
almost wholly devoted to the subject of ‘Cemeterial.’ Not only did this report on the work of 
identifying the remains, but it noted that ‘[p]ublic opinion seems to be turning to a more 
permanent mode of marking the graves than by wooden head-boards.’ In Dana’s opinion, ‘the 
sentiment of the nation will not only sustain the expense of marble or other permanent 
memorial, but, moreover, that it will be likely to demand it in a few years, if not now 
established.’ Certainly the wooden markers originally stipulated by General Orders No. 75 were 
not standing up to the elements. Moore’s 1864 report commented on the deterioration of these 
generally, and specifically in the case of the burial grounds at the Old Soldiers’ Home, where 
the few remaining headboards had ‘become so obliterated by exposure to the weather that it was 
with difficulty many names could be read.’ The debate over what would constitute a suitable 
grave marker continued for many years, but Congress eventually appropriated $1,000,000 in 
March 1873 ‘for the erection of a headstone at each grave in the national military cemeteries, to 
be made of durable stone.’ Following the precedent set at Gettysburg a decade earlier, these 
grave markers were subsequently specified as white marble or granite and of a uniform size for 
enlisted men excepting variations for cemeteries north and south of Washington and for 
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unknown soldiers. Completed at a cost of $786,360 in 1877, the project represented a highly 
visible and powerful statement concerning attitudes toward the Civil War dead. It was clear, 
Steere notes, that the American public ‘would no longer tolerate the indifference that had 
heretofore attended the care of the nation’s dead in war.’22 
 
Conclusion: Commemoration and Consecration  
 
Americans who had experienced the Civil War did not, like Mary Moody Emerson, have to look 
for the shadow of the church tower falling on their houses as a reminder of mortality: death 
hung over the nation for many years after Appomattox, made visible by the sight of so many 
women and children in mourning attire. Understandably, the impulse to commemorate so many 
deaths preoccupied Americans in the war’s aftermath, and the creation of national cemeteries 
was one obvious way to do so. ‘Gathering the slain into national cemeteries,’ Faust argues, 
‘affirmed that they and their deaths belonged to the Union, that they had not died in vain.’ Yet 
the federal reinterment program that began almost as soon as the guns ceased represented only a 
stage in a process that had begun at Bull Run/Manassas in 1861. There was more to this process 
than the need to maintain morale among a volunteer army and the civilian population that 
supported it. Throughout the war, the combined efforts undertaken by the federal government, 
by commanders in the field, by soldiers and civilians to identify the dead and bury them 
respectfully revealed a gradual but inexorable coming to terms with a scale of death entirely 
unanticipated at the war’s outset. The struggle of the individual to come to terms with the 
slaughter of the Civil War, however, has in some senses obliterated the larger national meaning 
assigned to the dead, a meaning that had as much to do with the land itself as with the individual 
bodies buried in it. The desire to identify the fallen and to mark their graves both during and 
after the Civil War took a very specific form that broke with antebellum traditions surrounding 
death and mourning. As Sarah Tarlow reminds us, a ‘stone is a memorial to a relationship,’ but 
the relationship invoked by the sober marble markers of Civil War graves was not an individual, 
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familial one, but one between the soldier and the nation: no longer simply a social symbol, the 
grave had become a national one. More potent than the many memorials that would, in time, be 
constructed across the land, the uniform ranks of gravestones were inscriptions not just of loss, 
but of ownership, the republic’s mission statement written on the land itself. Lincoln’s address 
at Gettysburg stressed the significance of this, although in their focus on his invocation of the 
‘nation’ over the Union, scholars have not always seen this. Yet, as Harrison points out, 
Lincoln’s address itself represented the sema, the grave marker that made the ground itself ‘a 
place or the place where the nation finds itself, on which it must found, or refound, its republic.’ 
That important word ‘here’ occurs eight times in Lincoln’s speech, and in ‘each case it points to 
the ground—“this ground”—to which the martyrs and victims of the nation’s contradiction, its 
civil war, have been consigned…The “here” in Lincoln’s speech,’ he argues, ‘is where nation 
and continent come together on that plot of “earth” from which “government of the people, by 
the people, for the people, shall not perish.” Henceforth, ‘the continent becomes a veritable 
place—a place where the idea of America can take root geographically.’23 
 It is through this unique relationship that was forged during and after the Civil War 
between the dead and the land itself that we can come closer to an understanding of the 
lineaments of American national identity and specifically the significance of the Civil War dead 
in its development. Although many of the individual responses to death during the war were 
framed within the context of antebellum mourning traditions, the dead of the Civil War who 
remained on the battlefields or were later interred in the new national cemeteries validated the 
American nation in a way that those who were carried home, embalmed or not, could never do. 
Certainly the patriotic ceremonies that acknowledged the sacrifice of the returning fallen soldier 
did much to ‘politicize the significations of death’ in their invocations both ‘of national unity 
and the righteousness of the Union cause.’ Equally certain is the fact that religion played a 
significant role in helping both soldier and civilian come to terms with the exigencies of war, 
and the grim reality of loss. Yet in assessing the impact of the Civil War on the American way 
of death, historians have looked too frequently only at the home front, and have unsurprisingly 
    Patriot Graves 
  28 
found that antebellum mourning and religious traditions were little disturbed by the impact of 
the war. Yet the war clearly disrupted both. It is important, in any assessment of the changing 
attitudes toward death in the Civil War, to distinguish between home and battlefronts. What was 
feasible, desirable, and indeed expected, in the former, was frequently not an option in the latter. 
As Meigs noted, religious rituals were simply not available in an environment of sustained 
conflict with the sheer numbers of dead that resulted. At the same time, soldiers like Elisha 
Hunt Rhodes clearly made every effort to bury their own dead, at least, with as much reverence 
and accompanying ceremony as possible, whilst recognizing that it was ‘not like death at 
home.’ Similarly, although the federal government was slow to organize appropriate burial for 
the dead, it was not the case that they relinquished all responsibility for this to the civilian 
population. It was always, and consistently, a genuinely national effort. In seeking to care for 
those dead of the war who could not, for whatever reason, be returned home, both soldier and 
civilian, government official and military officer, involved themselves in a process involving 
both commemoration and validation, for the individual soldier and for the land in which he was 
buried.24 
It would be a mistake to trace too clear a line of continuity between antebellum rural 
cemeteries and the national cemeteries of the Civil War era. Their ‘rural’ setting was one thing 
they had in common, but there was a world of difference between tree-lined avenues and 
cultivated hedgerows and the battlefield landscapes of the Civil War. In time, several of the 
battlefields themselves—most notably Gettysburg—would come to replicate, in some respects, 
both the atmosphere and the message intended by the rural cemetery movement. However, 
whereas the rural cemeteries had encouraged contemplation of the life hereafter in what might 
almost be described as a theoretical manner, in the aftermath of the Civil War the viewing of 
death from a distance was no longer an option. The sentimentality and ostentation that 
characterized so much of the antebellum perspective on death was subsumed in, and all-but 
obliterated by the far harsher reality of the battlefield, and the brutality of the death that resulted 
there. Patriotic naïveté gave way to a fuller, more graphic, and entirely mature appreciation of 
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what death was, and what it could involve. Whereas antebellum Americans had sought some 
reassurance, some guidance even, from the graves of their ancestors, in the aftermath of the 
Civil War such reassurance could not be forthcoming in the same way. In part a reaction against 
the perceived impersonal social landscape of the period, antebellum precedent had little to offer 
in the way of consolation to the Civil War generation who had to come to terms with a conflict 
in which some 42 percent of the dead remained unidentified. The war itself answered this need; 
for those who fought in it, it was the defining event of their lives, and in countless veterans’ 
reunions in the years after Appomattox the camaraderie of war offered some protection from 
what was perceived as, and in many respects actually was, an increasingly impersonal society. 25   
In this context, parallels certainly can be drawn between the Civil War and the First 
World War, not so much in the development of an ironic, modern sensibility, as Faust argues, 
but rather more in the emergence of what Mosse has termed the ‘Myth of the War Experience,’ 
focused on the symbol of the volunteer soldier and expressive of a new kind of warfare, one 
fought not for dynasties, nor for religion, but for national ideals.  ‘Death in war,’ he shows, ‘was 
a sacrifice for the nation,’ and ‘prevailing theories of death and burial’ were redefined and 
reconstructed around the war dead. The ‘burial and commemoration of the war dead were 
analogous to the construction of a church for the nation,’ but it was a church raised not to 
religion, but to nationalism, a reflection and a recognition of the fact that, during the Civil War, 
national sentiment had filled the imaginative vacuum that the scale of death in the Civil War had 
produced. Ultimately designed ‘to mask war and to legitimize the war experience’ by portraying 
it as sacred and providing future generations with ‘a heritage to emulate,’ the parallels with 
post-Civil War America are not hard to find. Every Memorial Day, at every Grand Army of the 
Republic reunion, on every occasion that yet another Civil War monument was unveiled, 
Americans gave expression to and helped cultivate their version of this myth. And the 
individual, volunteer soldier was at the heart of many, if not all, of those post-war ceremonies 
held in the nation’s name. When the corner-stone was laid for the Soldiers’ Monument at 
Gettysburg on July 4th 1865, General Howard observed that the ‘generic name of soldier’ 
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included ‘the dutiful officer, the volunteer soldier, the regular, the colored, and the conscript,’ 
but stressed that, in his view, ‘the private volunteer’ was the true, ‘representative American 
soldier.’ In this regard, America was following a pattern established during the Napoleonic 
Wars of the early nineteenth century, one that would find its fullest expression in the wake of 
the First World War. Yet if America both reflected European precedent and anticipated the 
response to the war dead in the next century and beyond, a clear distinction nevertheless 
separated the Civil War both from contemporary European conflicts and from those that 
followed. In the burial of the Civil War dead, in the construction of national cemeteries to house 
and to honor them, there were two conjoined processes at work: the inculcation of patriotism, 
but also the validation not just of patriotic sentiment itself, but of America as a nation. The 
revolutionary generation had staked a claim to the land, but it was the Civil War dead who, 
finally, established it as American. The sacred spaces that the cemeteries represented, and the 
national impulse that produced them, represented the core of the myth of the Civil War 
experience. The many monuments and ceremonies that followed were all predicated on that 
epiphany: the American nation made manifest through its dead.26       
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